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BALL BAT WITH INFLATABLE GRIP 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
[0001] 1. Field of Invention 

[0002] The present invention relates to a ball bat and, more particularly, to a ball bat 

having an inflatable grip. 

[0003] 2. Description of Related Art 

[0004] Ball bats, such as are used in the games of baseball and Softball, were 
originally constructed from a single piece of wood. Early wood bats were made from 
hickory, which is very strong and dense. Even though the barrels of early wood bats 
were narrow by modern day standards, such bats were heavy. Most modern wood bats 
are made from northern white ash, which is strong but not as dense as hickory. 
Recently, some Major League Baseball players have begun using wood bats made from 
rock or stiga? maple. But, despite advancements in wood ball bat technology over the 
years, the use of wood ball bats in the games of baseball and softball has sharply 
declined since the 1970's, when manufacturers began selling aluminum ball bats. At 
the present time, wood ball bats are generally only used in professional baseball 
leagues that have rules requiring their use. Metal ball bats are used in most other 
leagues. 

[0005] Beginning in the 1970's, most metal ball bats were made from aluminum, 
which is relatively light, durable and inexpensive. However, the most technologically 
advanced ball bats are now manufactured from special alloys and/or other materials 
such as carbon fiber and graphite that are extremely strong and light. Most of the 
advancements in bat technology in recent years have focused on the barrel portion of 
the bat, which is the part of the bat that is specifically designed to make contact with the 
pitched ball. 

[0006] When a batter strikes a ball with a bat, shock and vibration travels from the 
portion of the bat that makes contact with the ball to the handle or gripping portion of the 
bat. This is true whether the bat is constructed of wood, metal and/or other materials. 
The shock and vibration is transmitted from the handle or grip to the hands of the batter, 
which can be painful, particularly during could weather. Batters often wear batting 
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gloves to protect their hands from shock and vibration, and to help them obtain a good 
grip on the bat. While batting gloves and internal vibration dampening structures 
installed within the interior cavity of a ball bat can be somewhat effective in reducing the 
amount of vibration and shock transmitted to a batter's hands, there remains substantial 
room for improvement. 

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
[0007] The present invention provides a ball bat having a knob, a handle portion 
extending from the knob, a barrel portion extending from the handle portion, and an 
inflatable grip disposed on the handle portion. The inflatable grip comprises an 
inflatable tubular sleeve through which the handle portion extends, an inflator in fluid 
communication with the inflatable tubular sleeve for pumping air into the inflatable 
tubular sleeve, and a release valve in fluid communication with the inflatable tubular 
sleeve for releasing air from the inflatable tubular sleeve. The ball bat according to the 
invention allows a batter to selectively pressurize the inflatable tubular sleeve to adjust 
the rigidity and size of the grip, which improves batter comfort and reduces the amount 
of shock and vibration transferred from the ball bat to the batter's hands. 
[0008] The foregoing and other features of the invention are hereinafter more fully 
described and particularly pointed out in the claims, the following description setting 
forth in detail certain illustrative embodiments of the invention, these being indicative, 
however, of but a few of the various ways in which the principles of the present 
invention may be employed. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[0009] Fig. 1 is a perspective view of a ball bat according to the present invention. 
[0010] Fig. 2 is a perspective view of a portion of the ball bat shown in Fig. 1 . 
[001 1] Fig. 3 is an exploded view of a portion of a ball bat according to the invention. 
[0012] Fig. 4 is a perspective view of a knob of a ball bat according to the invention 
during assembly. 

[0013] Fig. 5 is a perspective view of an end cap of a ball bat according to the 
invention during assembly. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 
[0014] With reference to Fig. 1 , the present invention provides a ball bat 10 having a 
knob 20, a handle portion 30 that extends from the knob 20, and a barrel portion 40 that 
extends from the handle portion 30. Preferably, the knob 20, handle portion 30 and 
barrel portion 40 are all formed of metal. However, other materials can be used 
including wood and carbon fiber. 

[0015] An inflatable grip 50 is disposed on the handle portion 30. The inflatable grip 
50 comprises an inflatable tubular sleeve 60 through which the handle portion 30 of the 
ball bat 10 extends. The inflatable grip 50 further comprises an inflator 70 and a release 
valve 80, both of which are in fluid communication with the inflatable tubular sleeve 60. 
The inflator 70 allows a batter to selectively pressurize the inflatable tubular sleeve 60. 
The release valve 80 allows a batter to selectively depressurize the inflatable tubular 
sleeve 60. 

[0016] The inflatable tubular sleeve 60 is preferably formed by bonding portions of a 
first or outer film layer to a second or inner film layer so as to create non-bonded spaces 
or gaps between the two layers that define air cells 90 or air chambers that are in fluid 
communication with each other. The first or outer film layer must be a resilient material 
such as vinyl, rubber or polyurethane. The second or inner film layer can be formed of 
the same material as the first or outer film layer, or it can be formed of a stiffer, less 
resilient material such as rubber. Preferably, the first or outer film layer is joined to the 
second or inner film layer in a regular pattern to form a series of fluidly connected air 
cells 90 that are arranged in columns and rows. However, it will be appreciated that the 
arrangement of the air cells 90 is not per se critical, and a random arrangement or 
pattern can be used. Other materials such as open cell foam and/or gels, can optionally 
be disposed within the inflatable tubular sleeve 60 to provide further comfort to the 
batter. 

[0017] With reference to Fig. 2, the inflator 70 preferably comprises a finger pump. A 
suitable finger pump is described in Cohen et al., U.S. Pat. No. 5,113,599, which is 
hereby incorporated by reference for its teachings relative to finger pumps. The 
exposed or exterior surface 100 of the inflator 70 is preferably formed of a flexible 
polymeric material such as vinyl or polyurethane. An inlet 110 formed in the exterior 
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surface 100 of the inflator 70 enables air to enter an interior cavity within the inflator 70. 
The interior cavity of the inflator 70 is filled with a resilient open-cell sponge-like material 
that retains air. When a batter depresses the exterior surface of the inflator 70 with his 
or her finger, the batter's finger covers and seals the inlet 110, forcing the air within the 
open-cells of the sponge-like material through an inflating ribbon 120 and into the fluidly 
connected air cells within the inflatable tubular sleeve 60. When the batter's finger is 
released from the exterior surface 100 of the inflator 70, the resilient sponge-like 
material within the interior cavity expands, allowing the open-cell sponge-like material 
within the interior cavity of the inflator 70 to refill with air. A check valve (not shown) in 
the inflating ribbon 120 prevents air from escaping from the air cells 90 in the inflatable 
tubular sleeve 60 through the inflator 70. A batter can repeatedly depress the finger 
pump until the inflatable tubular sleeve 60 has reached the desired pressure. The 
inflator 70 shown in Fig. 2 is round, but the inflator 70 can be of virtually any shape. 
The inflator 70 is preferably adhered to the handle portion 30 of the ball bat using an 
adhesive, as shown in Fig. 2, but it can alternatively be adhered to the barrel portion 40 
of the ball bat 10. 

[0018] Fig. 3 is an exploded view showing the various components of a preferred 
embodiment of a ball bat according to the invention. The components include: a bat 
body having a handle portion 30 and a barrel portion 40 (not shown in Fig. 3); an 
inflatable grip 50 comprising an inflatable tubular sleeve 60, an inflator 70 fluidly 
connected to the inflatable tubular sleeve 60 by an inflating ribbon 120, and a release 
valve 80 fluidly connected to the inflatable tubular sleeve 60 by a deflating ribbon 130; a 
knob 20, which preferably comprises a collar 140 adapted to receive an end plug 150 
having an opening 160 formed therein; and an optional overwrap 170. 
[0019] The components shown in Fig. 3 can be assembled in accordance with the 
method of the invention. First, the inflatable tubular sleeve 60 must be properly 
disposed on handle portion 30 of the bat body. This can be accomplished by sliding the 
handle portion 30 of the bat body through the inflatable tubular sleeve 60. The inflator 
70 can optionally be secured to the handle portion 30 of the bat body using an 
adhesive, if desired. 
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[0020] The deflating ribbon 130 is then positioned in a notch 180 formed in the end of 
the handle portion 30 of the bat body, and the collar 140 is placed on the end of the 
handle portion 30 of the bat body such that a notch 190 formed in the collar 140 is 
aligned with the notch 180 formed in the handle portion 30, such as is shown in Fig. 4. 
The collar 140 is then secured to the handle portion 30 of the bat body by welding, 
swaging or other mechanical means. One means of securing the collar 140 to the 
handle portion 30 of the bat body is to pass a pin through an aligned opening 200 
formed in the collar 140 and the handle portion 30. Once the collar 140 is secured to 
the handle portion 30 of the bat body, the deflating ribbon 130 extends from the 
inflatable tubular sleeve 60 disposed on the top or exposed surface of the handle 
portion 30 of the bat body through the aligned notches 180, 190 to the release valve 80, 
which is accessible through an opening in the collar 140. Preferably, the inflatable 
tubular sleeve 60 is then moved in a sliding fashion as close to the knob as possible. 
[0021] With reference to Fig. 5, the release valve 80 is pressed through the opening 
160 in the end plug 150. Preferably, the release valve 80 is mounted on a valve disk 
210, which is retained to the inner side of the end plug 150 by a plurality of tabs 220. It 
will be appreciated that the manner in which the release valve 80 is secured to the end 
plug 150 is not critical, and a variety of means can be used. The end plug 150 is then 
joined and secured to the collar 140. Preferably, the end plug 150 is formed of a 
resilient material such as plastic and is configured to snap-fit into the metal collar 140. 
[0022] Optionally, an overwrap 170 is disposed over the inflatable tubular sleeve 60, 
preferably in a spiral winding manner. The overwrap 170 is preferably formed of a soft 
polymeric material, but can be formed of any flexible material typically used in sports 
equipment. The overwrap 170 helps secure the inflatable grip 50 to the handle portion 
30 of the bat body and also provides the batter with an excellent gripping surface. 
Preferably, the overwrap 170 is air-permeable, and covers both the inflatable tubular 
sleeve 60 and the inflator 70. The overwrap 170 advantageous protects the air cells 90 
in the inflatable tubular sleeve 60 from puncture, and protects the resilient polymeric 
materials from degrading due to exposure to UV light. 

[0023] A batter can use the ball bat 1 0 according to the invention in the games of 
baseball and softball. The batter uses the inflator 70 to pump air into the air cells 90 
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disposed in the inflatable tubular sleeve 60. The batter can selectively pressurize the 
inflatable tubular sleeve 60 until it has the desired circumfer nee and firmness. The air 
in the inflatable grip 50, in addition to adjusting the size of the grip, provides cushioning 
to the batter's hands, and also serves to dampen vibration and shock caused by the ball 
bat striking the ball. Once the batter has taken his or her turn at bat, the batter can use 
the release valve to depressurize the inflatable grip for storage. 
[0024] Additional advantages and modifications will readily occur to those skilled in 
the art. Therefore, the invention in its broader aspects is not limited to the specific 
details and illustrative examples shown and described herein. Accordingly, various 
modifications may be made without departing from the spirit or scope of the general 
inventive concept as defined by the appended claims and their equivalents. 
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